A SCIENTIFIC STUDY OF THE VAISHNAVA 
MUSIC OF ASSAM 
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our hands has just come Svararekhat Bargit* or A Scientific Study of the Ve 
Music of Assam, Volume 1, being the Report of the Bargit Research (Preliminary) 


Vaishnava 


Committee appointed by the Assam Sangit Natak Academy. 


The State Academy’s scheme to collect 
and analyse authentic specimens of ‘ragas’ as 
practised by the Vaishnava singers of Assam 
and to standardise this music in order to find 


out its relation with the classical music of . 


northern and southern India has been sponsored 
by the Sangeet Natak Akademi, New Delhi. 


Edited by Dr. Maheswar Neog, Secretary of 
the Bargit Research (Preliminary) Committee 
and Assam Government’s nominee on the 
General Council of the Sangeet Natak Akademi, 
this is the first publication of the State 
Academy. It is in four parts: (1) general 
report on the Vaishnava Music of Assam by 
Dr. Neog, (2) report on the musical properties 
of that class of music in its variety known as 
Bargits (literally great songs) prepared by two 
research workers under the committee, Shri 
B. K. Phukan, B. Mus., and Shri P. Das, (3) 
notations of six Bargits specially selected for 
the purpose as performed by three traditional 
singers from three different regions of Assam, 
the notations being recorded by the two re- 
search workers, and (4) notations of five out 
of the same six songs taken by Shri Mitradev 
Mahanta and Shri Chakradhar Mahanta. 


Advent of New Religion 


In the latter half of the 15th century, 
Sankaradeva (1449-1568) founded a school of 
neo-Vaishnavism in Assam. There was the 
efflorescence of a great literature and culture 
in this part of India with the advent of this 
new religion. Sankaradeva and his disciple 
Madhavadeva, composed a number of songs 
of various orders—bargit (devotional lyrics, lit., 
noble songs), ankiya git (songs of the dramas), 
Kirtana-ghosha (narrative songs), nama-ghosha 
(devotional couplets), bhatima (prasastis of 
God Vishnu or Krishna, guru or a king), 
payara (recitational verses), Sanskrit odes, etc. 
Of these bargit and ankiya git may be classed 
together as representing the classical mode of 
Assam’s Vaishnava music. Each of the songs 


of these two varieties is connected with some 
raga, the word ragini being nowhere applied. 


Almost all the names of ragas mentioned 
in these gits are to be found in Sanskrit 
Sangitasastra. It is, however, not known if 
the raga Kau, which name is not found in these 
sastras, has anything to do with Sanskrit 
Kakubha or Kausika or with Kahu found in 
Middle Bengali. Some names of rages em- 
ployed by Sankaradeva and Madhavadeva 
are; Ahir, Ashowari, Barari,  Belowar, 
Bhatiyali, Bhupali, Dhanashri, Gauri, Kalyana, 
Kedara, Kamoda, Kanara, Kau, Mahura, 
Mahura-dhanashri, Nata-mallara, Nata, - 
Sindhura, Shri, Tura, Tura-bhatiyali, Tura- 
vasanta, Vasanta and Purvi. Each git is divided 
into two main parts —dhruva and padas, the 
symbol dhrum being used to denote the dhruva. 
Talas are indicated in the case of-all the ankiya 
gits but only in three of the bargits. Timing 
is, however, adopted in executing bargits on 
some occasion though not always. 


It is thus apparent that the songs are pur- 
ported to conform to sastriya sangit. But in 
their performance the svara pattern does not 
strictly conform to the present-day Hindustani 
type of music nor to that of the South. It is 
to be noted that no svara (stringed or wind- 
blown) instruments have continuously been in 
use through the last few centuries of the 
history of this branch of music in the Vaish- 
nava establishments called sattras, which still 
remain repositories of this traditional music of 
Assam, and the village prayer-houses or nama- 
ghars, which came to be organised in the 
wake of the neo-Vaishnava movement. There 
has, moreover, been no written code of notes 
(svara) to be employed in each raga. 


The art of this music has been transmitted 
through the times traditionally from mouth to 
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mouth in the sattras and different village and 
urban circles of musical culture centring round 
the namaghars. There are some, at least 
apparent, variations in the mode of singing in 
different regions. Although the traditional 
singers have, with religious faithfulness, been 
maintaining the individuality and characteristic 
elements of this music, extraneous influences 
(like that of modern film music) seem to be 
menacing the very purity and identity of this 
rich heritage of India. Andit is high time 
that serious attempts were made to collect 
and analyse authentic specimens of ragas as 
practised by the Vaishnava singers, and, if 
possible, standardise this music and find out 
its relations with the classical music of northern 
and southern India. 


Financial Assistance 


The Assam Sangit Natak Academy pre- 
pared a scheme to undertake this work. The 
scheme was approved by the Sangeet Natak 
Akademi who have been giving financial 
assistance for this purpose. 


The Assam Sangit Natak Academy has 
already done some work of preliminary nature 
by circulating a questionnaire (to which some 
replies were received), and by undertaking a 
scheme of sample survey on the basis of six 
most common ragas in six particular bargits 
and ankiya gits, with the accompanying talas. 
This survey was conducted under a Committee, 
called Bargit Research (Preliminary) Com- 
mittee. 


The following six ragas were selected for 
the scheme of sample survey: 


Bhanashri: 
tera. 


narayana kahe bhakati karu 


Asavari: jaya jaya yadava jala-nidhija- 
dhava dhata, 


“Suha: hari he bujhalo tuhu vara nidava 
(Keli-gopala Nat). 
Kau: utha re utha bapu gopala he. 


Shyam: teja re kamalapati parabhate 
ninda, 


Kalyana: jaya jaya — jagajana-tarana- 
karana (Arjuna-bhanjana Nat). 


The following traditional singers were 
detailed for the work: 
Shri Maniram Gayan Muktiyar, 
Purani Kamalabari-sattra, Majuli, 
Sibsagar; 


Shri Jadavchandra Pathak, 
Sundaridiya-sattra, Barpeta; 


Shri Girikanta Mahanta, 
Sravani-sattra, Kaliyabar, Nowgong. 


Shri Birendra Kumar Phukan, B.Mus., and 
Shri Purushottam Das of All India Radio, 
Gauhati, were appointed as research workers 
for the purpose of the sample survey under 
the Research Committee, and recorded the 
notations of bols of the above songs from 
these three traditional singers. Shri Maniram 
Datta Bayan of Kamalabari-satta accompanied 
Shri Maniram Gayan Muktiyar on the Khol. 


The main burden of this preliminary-report 
onthe sample survey is that arrangements. 
should be made for the recording of bargits 
and ankiya-gits and the taking of svaralipi and 
talalipi from performances of traditional 
musicians in the widest measure possible be- 
fore any assessment of the style or its syste- 
matisation or formulation of principles on 
which this style is based can be taken up. 


It is not possible at this stage of investi- 
gationto fix the characteristics of particular 
ragas in bargits such as vadi (sonant) and 
samvadi (consonant) notes, aroha (ascent) and 
avaroha (descent) on a fixed scale. At the 
same time the Committee finds no sense in 
attempting to place the text of dargits in the 
notational schemes of northern or southern 
Indian ragas. The northern and southern 
systems have developed.on their own lines, 
which are today more or less known. This 
Assam school of music may have also its own 
lines of structure and development, which are 
yet to be known through the most arduous 
research. The Committee, however, hopes 
that itis quite possible that this music, after 
proper and scientific investigation, will be able 
to stand as a distinct school of Indian classical 
music. 


History of ‘Bargits’ 


Dr. Neog has dealt with the history and 
problems of bargits under the following heads: 
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introductory; subject-matter and definition of 
bargit; its language having an all India outlook; 
music in Assam before bargits; bargit as an 
Indian musical tradition; probable later in- 
fluences on bargit and other types of Vaishnava 
singing; ragas in bargit; raga-malika or mytho- 
logical history of ragas in use here; tala or 
timings; musical instruments; the time theory 
in bargit singing; bargits in notation; conclu- 
sion, 


At the outset, Dr. Neog welcomes the great 
cultural upsurge which had its inception towards 
the beginning of the present century and which 
is remarkably being accelerated by the attain- 
ment of independence. The fact that this move 
is not merely revivalistic but that criticism, 
assessment and shifting have much to do in 
the modern attempts at rehabilitation of our 
cultural heritage is a matter for jubilation. 


The author is against the popular idea that 
bargits as a class ot music for whatever it is 
worth should suffer regimentation with any 
school of Indian music. Indian music, accord- 
ing to him, has not one single line of develop- 
ment and not one single code of conduct. Even 
the great musicologists of India have referred 
to various divergences in the practice of class 
music, which occasioned the writing of their 
treatises., What then is the meaning of our 
classification of Hindustani and Karnatic 
music? 


What, again, are the gharanas? What once 
ayain, are the ragas with names of particular 
persons attached to them? The conclusion, 
therefore, is that it would be fit and proper 
first to put in record these songs in notations 
as they are performed by the traditional artists, 
and, then only, try to assess its place inthe 
history of Indian music. 


Bargits, strictly and literally speaking, are 
a set of 191 songs composed for the purpose 
of prayer services in various ragas by Sankara- 
deva and Madhavadeva, but the term also 
includes 151 other songs of these two saint 
poets embodied in their 11 dramas called Ankas. 
There are altogether 33 ragas in these songs, 
which are in some way or other to be connec- 
ted with well-known ragas of Indian music. 
All these are still practised at least in the princi- 
pal sattras or Vaishnava maths. In the 
Kamalabari-sattra, where the tradition still 
goes very strong, as many as 26 falas are found. 
A few years back a treatise on talas was dis- 
covered and reviewed by Dr. Neog in the Jour- 


nal of the Music Academy, Madras. 


It is to be regretted that no stringed or 
wind-blown instruments have continually been 
in use, although early in the history of Assam 
Vaishnavism, such instruments as rabab and 
sarinda (popularly called charengdar) are found 
to have been employed. 


The time theory of Indian music obtaining 
from the days of Marada’s Sangita-makaranda 
is found to have its ramification in this eastern 
part of the country. Equally powerful is the 
sradition of musical mythology in which each 
raga is referred back to some Puranic legend 
mainly centring round the figure of Vishnu or 
Krishna. Apart from some apparent similari- 
ties the ragas in bargit do not conform to ragas 
of the same names, in Northern India or Sou- 
thern India music. A deeper study will perhaps 
be necessary to assess the differences as well as 
similarities between the Assam School of Music 
and the great tradition in the North or the 
South. 


Report on Musical Properties 


Shri B. K. Phukan and Shri P. Das of 
Gauhati give an analysis of the notations of 
the six songs in six ragas with accompanying 
talas recorded from the three traditional singers. 


.The notation of each raga is divided into two 
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distinct parts: (1) the first part is the alapa, 
popularly called राग feat, raga diya and राग टना 
raga tana (the giving or extension of raga), and 
(2) the song. The alapana part is divided into 
four sub-parts, the third of which, being in high 
pitch, being known as तोलनि, tolani (the raising, 
presumably of the voice). In their analysis, 
the two research workers try to find out two 
notes which are most prominent in the execu- 
tion of araga by a particular singer. These 
they do not venture to call arg}, vadi and संवादी, 
samyadi but conveniently term as मुख्य स्वर, 
mukhya svara or predominant notes. In some 
cases the notes in the alapa do not conform to 
the git part. 


The main part of the execution of tala is 
known as गा-मान, ga-man or मूल बाजना, mul 
bajana (the trunk or main part of the playing). 
Comparable to the tem, परण, टकरा, etc.» in 
Hindustani music, is the ura, ghat, which 
presents an extension and development 


of the मूल बाजना. The research workers, how- 
ever, find it difficult to scan out’ the talas in 
मूल बाजना, and satisfy themselves with a scann- 
ing plan of this main part. 


We would do well to give their analysis in 
respect of one raga, the Kalyana. 


(i) In performing the song jaya jaya jaga- 
jana-tarana-karana in this raga, Shri Maniram 
Gayan Muktiyar had सा रेगा मा पा धा at in the 
arohana, and नि at at निपाधा पा मा atzarin the 
avarohana. गा and yf come out as the promi- 
nent notes. The notes in the alapa conform 
to those in the git part. Only Komala ni (नि) 
is used obliquely beside the sudhha svaras. The 
tala known as खरमान used by Shri Muktiyar 
possesses 8 matras. 


(ii) Shri Jadaochandra Pathak uses a7? 7 
मा पा धा at in the ascent and fa at धा 
निपाधा पा मागा रे सा as the descent, गा and घा 
are the two predominant notes in the two 


respective parts of the scale. The svaras in 
both the parts of the performance conform to 
each other. Shri Pathak uses the same Khar- 
man tala with eight matras although the bol or 
yani is not the same as used by Shri Muktiyar. 


(iii) Shri Girikanta Mahanta has no alapa 
to precede the git portion. He has af < aT मा 
पा ar ai as his ascent and af धा निधा पागा रेसा 
as the descent, only in 0716 place नि being used. 
“All sudha svaras and komala नि are thus here. 
चा may perhaps be pointed as the sonant. The 
Kharman tala 35 played by Shri Mahanta has 
the same 8 matras. 


THE SONG 
By Shri Madhavadeva 


॥ राग कल्याण खरमान ॥। 
जय जय जगजन - तारण-कारण 
नारायण वरदेवं | 
हर-चतुरानन mite अमरगण 
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करू जाकरू पद सेवं UT AH 


पद ॥ रोम बिबर मह कौटि कौटि ay 
ताण्डव करू सम रेणुं । 

निज-जन-रंजन भंजन ब्रज-दुख 
मोदि विनोदित at tt 

कलसि भांगल दधिसव नाशझल 
कयलि भोजन नवनीतं | 

भीति पलावल बान्धल जननी 

अर्जुन-भंजन-रीत॑ ॥ 

नाचत Wat भाव देखावत 
हासत बहु लयलासे । 

हरिकहो चरण- कमल-मधु-आ्राशे 


कह दीन माधव दासे It 


From the play अजु न-भंजन 1 


NOTATIONS 


Performed by Shri Maniram Gyan Muktiyar. 
Accompanied on Khol by Shri Maniram 
Datta Muktiyar. 


॥ राग टना ॥ 

1 प्रथम खण्ड ॥। 
= ia- t--- सांधापा 
पा पाधासांसां रे tag 


aT at a Wo ६9 To Hoo 
ee ००००ममापामागारेगा 
रेगा मागा गामापा — मा पाधाति Wooo 
००० ०००म हरिरा०म Ws a= 
- पापा - मागा --- मा Tam --- रे 
न + + 0 ०0० ०9 ० ग्रो० ००००० © Oo ० 


७ 070 ० मं ० ० ० AHH 


राम ०० 

॥ द्वितीय खण्ड ॥ 
2 Sy tle 
aa fiat a - a सां सां ai सां सा 
रिरामरामराम 

9 ७७० 
सा पी हृ 
॥ तृतीय खण्ड ॥। 


सां गां --- रेंगांपां ---- 


ए ० ० © © ० ० ० ०० ० 





















































m- - - रे - - -a ara गा पा aT awa | a र 
० ० ० ० ० ० ० ० गो वि ze का ० ० | ता 7 
निसांघाति | a | at) ara at ait 
।। चतुर्थ खण्ड ॥ का 22210 Dee टीना MLS 
. वा मा गा | ta पा|गा रे [सा - 
सु खण्ड x 
As in प्रथम खण्ड wg ae | र|दे ० a ग्र 
Wo ताल खरमान It | पा गा 
i aT रे 
॥ गा-मान or मल बाजना ५ ५ 
PES ee 32040 गा प धात्रिधा|सांसां|सां oat 
दि दि 1 Zz ० रच | त रा| न 7 
राता ताक z ag | घिनाओ - to. | >> ॥ 
~~ | पट | ba a ele) गां - |र | सांपाधानि|धा पा 
१२ | है | ४ | $# ६। ७८ ब्रा ०[दि।|अम्‌७र[ग ण 
A = 5 । <n 
॥ गीत ou सां - |सां | रे ![सीपा [पा था पामा 
! रे ad — 
१२ |३ |४1५१६| is Bee RN OE की कि रा 
| पा धा aT - पा ue पामागा| रे म्रापा 
ls 2 ES eee ss 
घा at |सां|रें|सांपा | पू था पा मा ग्र > ae 
mt ० |% | ० | ज प | ज£ ०5 : ae. 
गामा गा | t |गा| रे सा | धा सा रे The lines in the पद, pada, correspond to the 
Too 7 जज |न।|० ० [तार ण second line of the चध्रपद dhruva. 
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